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None of us wants to be guilty of showing partiality.  That’s not a good word in our society.  We 
want our judges to be impartial.  We want our school teachers to avoid playing favorites.  And 
we hope parents love all of their children equally.  The Cambridge English Dictionary defines 
“partiality” as “an unfair preference for one person or group over another.”  This all sounds good, 
but as the saying goes… “the devil is in the details.” 
 
One past member of the congregation had a grown child who turned out well, while another was 
a transient accompanied by all of the problems that are often associated with that lifestyle.  I 
was in a pizza restaurant this week and spoke briefly to a woman whom I later heard speaking 
in a man’s voice.  It was a man dressed like a woman!  I had an immediate bias against him.  
Was I showing partiality?  When you are in a restaurant and see folks giving thanks for their 
food in prayer, then hear them saying “in Jesus’ name, amen”…then you hear someone at 
another table swearing… don’t you have feelings of partiality toward those who prayed and 
against those who cursed?  If whoever is President of the United States at the time walks into 
our church one Sunday, wouldn’t we show proper respect for the office of President?  Would we 
be showing partiality?  Here’s a political bombshell.  If we are really impartial should we have 
totally open borders?  Do you have a favorite uncle or aunt?  What about best friends?  There 
are plenty of situations when we are not impartial, and everything inside of us shouts that it is 
good.  So where is the line between bad partiality and good preference?  Let’s start with what is 
probably the premier passage of the Bible on partiality… James 2:1-13. 
 

1
 My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of 

glory. 
2
 For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor 

man in shabby clothing also comes in, 
3
 and if you pay attention to the one who wears the fine 

clothing and say, "You sit here in a good place," while you say to the poor man, "You stand over 
there," or, "Sit down at my feet," 

4
 have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and 

become judges with evil thoughts?  

 
Remember to read these words with something that is in the background of the book of James.  
His readers had an unhealthy desire to get rich.  If they treated people differently based only on 
the size of their pocketbook they were showing bad partiality. 
 
5
 Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in 

faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him? 
6
 But you have 

dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and the ones who drag you 
into court? 

7
 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable name by which you were 

called?  

 
James is not saying that everyone who is rich does this.  He is just pointing out what was a 
common problem. 
 

8 
If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, "You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself," you are doing well. 
9
 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are 

convicted by the law as transgressors. 
10

 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point 
has become guilty of all of it.  

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/unfair
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/preference
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/person
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/group


The passage James is referencing is Leviticus 19:18.  The law James referenced was not just 
the Ten Commandments.  It was the whole Mosaic Law. 
 
11

 For he who said, "Do not commit adultery," also said, "Do not murder." If you do not commit 
adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 

12
 So speak and so act as 

those who are to be judged under the law of liberty.  

 
The “law of liberty” is not the Mosaic Law.  And it is not a way to salvation by obedience to it.  It 
is the totality of God’s instruction for righteousness, and it is a pathway for God’s blessing 
(James 1:25). 
 
13

 For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment.  

 
James used the word “mercy” here because he had the poor man of verse 2 in mind.  If they 
showed partiality for the rich over the poor, then this was not something God could bless. 
 
There are examples of bad partiality in the Bible.  Isaac showed partiality for Esau, while 
Rebecca showed partiality for Jacob.  This instilled problems in the relationship of the two 
brothers (Genesis 27).  Jacob showed a clear partiality for Rachel and against Lea (Genesis 29 
& 30).  Jacob showed partiality for Joseph over his brothers (Genesis 37).  Eli’s partiality for his 
sons made him complacent about their sins (1 Samuel 2-4).  David’s partiality for his sons 
blinded his eyes to their evil actions (2 Samuel 13-18; 1 Kings 1). 
 
Here are some passages about God Himself.  Read Deuteronomy 10:17.  The next verse is 
about God executing justice for the fatherless, the widow, and the sojourner.  And the verse 
after that makes it clear that they should help the sojourner.  Read Romans 2:9-11.  God is a 
judge who shows no partiality when it comes to sin, righteousness, and judgment. 
 
Can we pull all of this together and see the line between bad partiality and good preference? 
 
A. Be partial for righteousness. 
Be partial where God is. 
Don’t be impartial where God is not. 
Avoid partiality from sinful desires. 
 
B. Be appropriate to the venue you are in. 
A judge is bound by the law 
A police officer is also bound by the law. 
A teacher cannot play favorites. 
An employee should follow the company guidelines. 
In public be salt and light in your communication. 
It is dangerous for a parent to love one child more than  
     another. 
 
3. When B conflicts with A follow A. 
 
Remember, partiality can either be right or wrong.  In James 2 it was on the basis of a sinful 
desire.  That made it wrong. 
 
And remember, always be partial for the God of the Bible! 
 


